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The Dutch painter Hieronymus Bosch remains to this day one of the most famous artists
of the Northern Renaissance. His unique style and fantastical images have made him an icon
beyond his years. Bosch’s painting Death and the Miser, now in the National Gallery of Art in
Washington, D.C., stands out as one of his most thematically complex paintings, packed with
pertinent details and allusions to other works of his and those created by other artists. His
inclusion of various demonic creatures, the figure of Death, and an angel and crucifix create a
tense atmosphere surrounding the passing of the title miser, who faces an ultimate decision about
how he will die. Bosch utilizes these various elements of composition and symbolism to create a
moralizing image on the ever-present of death and proper and improper ways of dying, thereby
presenting a didactic message to the viewer. Thus, Death and the Miser deserves to be
remembered as one of this great Dutch artist’s most significant works.
The overall composition of Hieronymus Bosch’s Death and the Miser creates a lively yet
somewhat ambiguous narrative. An old man, the title miser, sits up in his bed, presumably in
preparation for his final moments. On the painting’s left, the hooded figure of Death peeks
through the doorway, aiming an arrow at the miser in preparation for taking his life. The old
man, though, must make a choice as to what his ultimate path will be. An angel grasps his
shoulder and points up to an image of a crucifix in a window above Death, urging the miser to
repent, thereby granting him a heavenly afterlife. However, a demon appears at the opposite side
of the bed, offering the miser a sack of money. This contrast in figures encapsulates the overall
uncertainty of Bosch’s painting; which voice will the old man heed? Clues that he will not follow
the angel, though, appear in the foreground of the painting. Another old man clad in green,
possibly representing the miser at an earlier date, reaches into a chest for a pot of gold coins
clutched by another demon. The possibility remains that the miser will see the light of God, but
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Bosch has indicated that this choice is unlikely. Thus, the composition of Death and the Miser
implies that the image displays a man wicked unto death in spite of the last attempts made to
save him.
The original context of Death and the Miser provides illuminating insight into Bosch’s
intent for the work. While it stands as a single panel today, the painting once appeared as the
interior of the right wing of a work by Bosch now referred to as the Wayfarer Triptych.1 The
central interior panel has been lost, but examination of the positively-identified surviving
elements demonstrate that the overall work presented contrasting depictions of virtue and vice.
The exterior panels, for example, depict the title Wayfarer (Figure 2), who avoids the temptation
of the brothel in the background, remaining on the path of God.2 The interior left panels, which
would have appeared opposite Death and the Miser, create the opposite effect. The nowseparated paintings The Ship of Fools and its separated fragment Allegory of Gluttony and Lust
(Figures 3 and 4) both show figures engaged in all sorts of debauchery and sin. A farcical
atmosphere also pervades each panel, particularly exemplified by the monk and nun both
attempting to eat a pancake hanging from a string. Bosch may well have intended for viewers,
“reading” the opened triptych from left to right, to see Death and the Miser as the result for those
who behaved in ways displeasing to God, as depicted in the two left-sided panels, with both
contrasting with the good Wayfarer. The original arrangement and context of Death and the
Miser provides key insight as to Bosch’s purpose for the painting.
Though the exact details of the title miser’s life remain mysterious, Hieronymus Bosch
offers several clues as to his sins in the painting. The miser appears sitting upright in his bed at

1

Matthijs Ilsink, Jos Koldeweij, et. al., Hieronymus Bosch: Painter and Draughtsman: Catalogue Raisonné (Brussels:
Mercatorfonds, 2016),318.
2
Till-Holger Borchert and Ted Alkins, Bosch in Detail (Antwerp: Ludion, 2016), 33.
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the moment before his death, but the old man wearing green at the foot of the bed may also
represent the miser at an earlier time, or perhaps he functions as an allegory of greed.3 This
second elderly figure, in either case, provides a possible explanation for the sins of the miser that
have brought him to this point at his moment of expiration. The man in green reaches into a chest
full of various valuable goods held open by a dagger, with his hand aiming for a sack of gold
coins held open by a demon. This elderly figure also grasps a string of rosary beads with his
other hand, perhaps demonstrating his hypocrisy or false piety.4 Additionally, the various objects
strewn about in the foreground may offer another clue as to the miser’s profession. Anne
Morganstern, for example, has argued that the various items in the man’s chest indicate that he is
a usurer, or a person who charges interest on loans.5 Usury ran against Christ’s teaching that one
should lend freely to all, as recorded in the Gospel of Luke, marking it as a major sin and
perhaps explaining the miser’s predicament.6 In Morganstern’s view, then, the helmet, lance,
cloak, and armor in the foreground have been pawned by a knight in need of cash.7 This
interpretation has faced challenges since its publication, most notably by Pierre Vinken and Lucy
Schlüter, who view the knight’s garb as a reference to St. Paul’s exhortation to “Put on the whole
armor of God, that ye may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil,” from the Epistle to the
Ephesians.8 These elements of the painting remain somewhat vague, but either interpretation
would fit with Bosch’s overall moralizing message for the viewer. The chief sins of the title

3

Ilsink et. al., Hieronymus Bosch: Painter and Draughtsman: Catalogue Raisonné, 328.
Anne M. Morganstern, "The Pawns in Bosch's "Death and the Miser," Studies In The History Of Art (1982), JSTOR
Journals, EBSCOhost, 36.
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Ibid., 33.
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Ibid., 35.
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Ibid.
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Pierre Vinken and Lucy Schlüter. "The Foreground of Bosch's "Death and the Miser," Oud Holland no. 2/4
(2000), JSTOR Journals, EBSCOhost, 73.
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miser of Hieronymus Bosch’s painting appear as those of avarice and usury based on the details
included by the artist.
The variety of demonic figures in Death and the Miser push forward the painting’s
meaning and situate it within Bosch’s artistic oeuvre. The artist painted such fantastical creatures
in many of his works, making up one of his best-known features. His most famous work, The
Garden of Earthly Delights (Figure 5), includes dozens of examples of devilish monsters
resembling those in Death and the Miser. In the latter image, six distinct impish figures appear,
almost all of which play a role in the painting’s action. One looks down from the top of the
miser’s bed, holding an arrow of his own as if to finish the job should Death somehow fail with
his weapon. Another sits inside the chest at the bed’s foot, holding the bag of coins for which the
man in green reaches, while two more appear under the chest, one of which holds up a letter or
playing card.9 A fifth monster rests on a ledge in the immediate foreground, gazing out at the
viewer as if beckoning him or her into the scene. The last and most significant of the creatures
peeks out from underneath the canopy of the miser’s bed to offer him a sack of gold coins. This
gray figure represents one option of the old man’s final choice: will he accept the money and go
to Hell upon his death, or will he follow the light of the angel to heaven? In Bosch’s painting, the
miser’s right hand reaches towards the bag of money, seeming to indicate his intention to take
the monster’s offering. These demonic figures thus push the scene’s story forward by setting up
the primary point of conflict. This fact, combined with their history of appearances in Bosch’s
artwork, makes the demonic figures a significant component of Death and the Miser.

9

Morganstern, “The Pawns in Bosch's "Death and the Miser,” 33.
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Hieronymus Bosch’s representation of Death in Death and the Miser fits into a long
tradition of such images and heightens the tension of the work. In his painting, Death appears as
a cloaked skeleton, peering into the miser’s room and aiming an arrow at the old man, ostensibly
that which will take his life. The miser clearly reacts to the entrance of this fearsome figure,
sitting up in his bed and looking at the doorway.10 The depiction of Death in paintings of this era
typically served as part of a genre known as the memento mori, a reminder of one’s own death to
come. Such images often intended to morally educate the viewer to live a good life free of sin, so
that he or she would go to heaven when the inevitable expiration came. Portrayals of Death in
this manner appeared throughout the Renaissance period, in both Italy and the North. While not
shown anthropomorphically as in Bosch’s painting, the skeleton representing Death in
Masaccio’s Holy Trinity (Figure 6) has a similar sort of agency to it. Above the horizontallyarranged figure, an inscription appears, essentially translated as “I was once what you are, and
what I am, you also shall be.”11 Images of Death like that painted by Bosch also appear in
Northern Renaissance artworks created after his own lifetime. One such example comes in Hans
Holbein the Younger’s woodcut series The Dance of Death (Figure 7), which portrayed skeletal
figures appearing in everyday situations to take away those whose time for passing had arrived.12
Skeletons thus comprised the most popular way to visually represent the abstract concept of
Death. Bosch’s work utilizes this portrayal of Death as the prime mover of the action; it is his
appearance in the miser’s room that prompts the pivotal choice between the offerings of the
angel and the demon. The skeletal figure of Death in Death and the Miser stands out as one of

10

Carl Linfert, Hieronymus Bosch (New York, NY: H.N. Abrams, 1989), 64.
Katharine Park, "Masaccio's Skeleton: Art and Anatomy in Early Renaissance Florence," in Masaccio's Trinity,
edited by Rona Goffen, Masterpieces of Western Painting (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 119.
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Larry Silver, Hieronymus Bosch (New York, NY: Abbeville Press, 2006), 242.
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the most significant in the painting, in terms of his place in a broad art historical tradition and his
prime position in the narrative of the scene.
The figures of the angel and the crucifix provide an intriguing and subtle contrasting
message to that presented by the other elements of Bosch’s painting. The angel, wearing somber
gray robes, places his left hand on the dying miser’s shoulder, trying to get his attention away
from the moneybag-proffering devil. His right hand gestures towards the window in the upper
left, which features an image of Christ on the cross and a ray of light. The angel’s efforts,
though, appear to be in vain, as the old man essentially ignores his presence by looking towards
Death and reaching for the sack of gold. The beam of light itself also reflects the miser’s likely
choice, as it disappears from view at the point where it intersects with his bed. However, Bosch’s
inclusion of the angel and crucifix contributes to the moralizing message of his painting. Despite
all the sins he has committed throughout his life, including the highly taboo sin of avarice, the
miser still has the opportunity to accept the light of God into his heart and ask for forgiveness.
He could still find his way into the Kingdom of heaven, even with his many flaws. While the old
man of the painting may not select this path, Bosch likely included these elements as a message
to the viewers that they too could be saved from their sins by God and Christ. Combined with the
memento mori presented by the appearance of Death, the artist may well have intended to remind
his audience to repent for their sins in their final moments, as the possibility remained open to
them no matter the circumstances of their previous life. This uplifting message contrasts with the
grim reality of the rest of Death and the Miser, making it an interesting and notable subplot
within Bosch’s painting.
The overall narrative presented by Death and the Miser provides a possible educational
reversal of another popular work circulating in the Netherlands around the time Bosch created
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his painting. A popular illustrated book titled Ars Moriendi (The Art of Dying) first appeared in
Latin between 1465 and 1470, with a Dutch translation arriving in 1488. This small but powerful
work instructed its readers in the “proper” way to end one’s life.13 It warned of temptations by
the devil in one’s final hours, ensuring that those who read it remained “virtuous” as they went to
their maker. To illustrate these points, eleven woodcut images accompany the work’s text, with
five pairs showing the temptation by and defeat of different sins.14 The eleventh and final panel
displays the blessed ascent into heaven.15 One of these pairs directly deals with the sin of avarice.
In the first image (Figure 8), the dying man reclines in his bed as demons show him a fine home
and a horse, encouraging him to “Take care of your friends” and “Think of your earthly wealth.”
The partner image (Figure 9) rebukes the devils’ words, as an angel, surrounded by Mary, John
the Baptist, and several saints, reminds the expiring man to “Hanker not after earthly goods.” His
success is indicated by the demon in the bottom right, who shakes his fist and exclaims “What
shall I do to you?”16 Bosch’s painting, then, puts the temptation and salvation imagery together
into one single scene, increasing the stakes while still harkening back to the well-known Ars
Moriendi treatise. Still, while not a certainty, Bosch’s clues given in the painting indicate that,
unlike in the book, greed will win out over holiness. Thus, his image conveys perhaps an even
more didactic message than that in the Ars Moriendi: make the correct decision, or you too will
die alone and unloved, just as no friends or saints appear to comfort the dying miser. Bosch’s
Death and the Miser clearly references this popular work of literature, while putting the artist’s
own unique spin on its message.

13

Laurinda S. Dixon, Bosch (London, UK: Phaidon, 2014), 86.
Ilsink et. al., Hieronymus Bosch: Painter and Draughtsman: Catalogue Raisonné, 330
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Silver, Hieronymus Bosch, 242.
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Ilsink et. al., Hieronymus Bosch: Painter and Draughtsman: Catalogue Raisonné, 330.
14

Bilger 8

Overall, Hieronymus Bosch’s painting Death and the Miser utilizes several elements of
iconography and composition to produce a moralizing image with an educational message for its
viewers. The old man and his money, various monsters, menacing figure of Death, and angel and
crucifix all combine to form a scene with heightened tension, as well as a lesson the “proper”
way to die. Bosch drew on both his own oeuvre and works by other artists in his creation of
Death and the Miser as well, creating a work well-situated within its art historical context.
Though this painting has not garnered quite the same fame as Bosch’s Garden of Earthly
Delights, it still stands out as a unique image, one that both reinforced and subverted genres of its
time. Death and the Miser has truly earned a place as one of the great works of art from the
Northern Renaissance.
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Figure 1: Hieronymus Bosch, Death and the Miser, c. 1485-1490, National Gallery of Art,
Washington, D.C.
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Figure 2: Hieronymus Bosch, The Wayfarer (Wayfarer Tripytch), c. 1500-1510, Museum
Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam
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Figure 3: Hieronymus Bosch, The Ship of Fools, c. 1490-1500, Musée du Louvre, Paris

Figure 4: Hieronymus Bosch, Allegory of Gluttony and Lust, c. 1495-1500, Yale University Art
Gallery, New Haven
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Figure 5: Hieronymus Bosch, Hell panel from The Garden of Earthly Delights, c. 1490-1500,
Museo del Prado, Madrid
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Figure 6: Masaccio, Detail from Holy Trinity, c. 1427, Santa Maria Novella, Florence
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Figure 7: Hans Holbein the Younger, The Rich Man from The Dance of Death, c. 1525,
woodblock print
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Figure 8: “The Temptation of Avarice,” from Ars Moriendi, c. 1450-60, woodcut print.
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Figure 9: “An angel advises the dying man not to ‘hanker after earthly goods,’” from Ars
Moriendi, c. 1450-60, woodcut print.

